
Google Sheets - formatting 
 
This tutorial will help you use Google Sheets to format your cells for better legibility. You can 
make a copy of this spreadsheet and follow along. It is data of zoo animals, their Taxon/Class 
(like Mammalia or Reptillia) and their life expectancy. 
 

 
 

Coloring in cells based on the value 
 
Sometimes you want to color in cells based on the value you enter in the cell. 
 
1. Select the entire column of the data you want to format 
 
If you click the very top of a column (the area that says A, B, C, etc.), it will select the entire 
column. 

 
 

 
2. Go to Format > Conditional Formatting 
 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1pHYMukK9PepOVrpv3BOTNA7TrEqzciRJzYPvI-9LNSY/edit#gid=0


 
 

 
3. How to use Conditional format rules 
 



This is what the Conditional format panel looks 
like. 
 
The area outlined in red is one "rule". 
 
Each rule has two options: 
 
Format cells if: Determines which cells the rule 
applies to. There are options for both words (e.g. 
if "Mammalia" is in the cell) and numbers (e.g. if 
the life expectancy is greater than 5.) 
 
Formatting style: Determine what formatting 
you want to apply to those cells 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
4. Let's try this out 
 
In this example, try two tasks. 
 
In the first exercise, let's color in cells based on their TaxonClass. 
 
I've already selected all of column C (TaxonClass) and opened up the Conditional format 
rules. 
 
 



The rule is to check if the Text contains the 
word "Mammalia". 
 
The formatting is a purple background. 
 
Once finished, click + Add another rule. 

 



Let's try another strategy with the next rule. 
 
Let's check if the Text starts with the word 
"Rept". 
 
The formatting is a green background. 
 
 

 



Now let's color every other cell gray. 
 
This time, let's check if the cell Is not empty. 
 
The formatting is a gray background. 
 
 

 

When you're finished, click Done. 

 

 
 
On your own: Try formatting in the Expected Life expectancy column with the following 
rules: 
 

●​ If the value is greater than 20, color it in blue 



●​ If the value is greater than 10, color it in green 
●​ If the value is greater than 5, color it in orange 
●​ If the cell is not empty (so all others), color it in red 

 
 
 

 
 

A pulldown for your cell 
Sometimes you only want to allow people to input data that is one of a few values, like "Yes" 
and "No'. 
 
1. Select the entire column of the data you want to format 
 
If you click the very top of a column (the area that says A, B, C, etc.), it will select the entire 
column. 

 
 



2. Go to Data > Data validation

 

 

3. Create the possible values you want in that cell 
 
This is the Data validation panel. 
 
Under Criteria, there are various options. But the easiest option is to use List of items and 
then put all the possible values in that textbox, separated by a comma.  
 



 
 
Then click Save. 
 
On your own: Try making another column called "Rating" and allow the interface to create a 
pulldown of numbers between 1 and 10. 
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